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Abstract
This paper examines how early career workers in Irish Creative Industries perceive 
creativity in relation to their work experiences. Based on a survey of twenty workers 
in media, digital, marketing, and social media roles, the findings show workers did 
not claim creative identities nor see their jobs as creative. Instead they associate 
creative workplaces with constraints, and with quite “ordinary” and hard work. 
Nonetheless, they operationalized an idea of creativity and listed creative fulfilment 
and recognition as rewards for their work. This finding is significant because it departs 
from accounts of the attraction of creative work as intrinsically tied to questions 
of identity and rather points to an ideology of the creative as a key attractor for 
current new entrants, who privilege an ideal notion of creative work even despite 
their own material experiences that contradict that ideal.

Keywords
creativity, creative industries, work, employment, early career

Introduction

This paper examines how early career workers in Ireland articulate their understanding 
of creativity and how that relates to their framing of their lived experience of creative 
work. Creative Industries (CIs) have most frequently been examined through a socio-
cultural construction of creative work, where it is understood that social factors, 
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cultural contexts, and assessments influence creativity (Andersen 2022; Gielen 2013; 
Siciliano 2021). However, this work has not extensively explored how creativity is 
experienced or understood by creative workers, and particularly those in the early 
stages of their working lives. This paper aims to explore that gap through a small-
scale, qualitative, case study of twenty early career workers in Irish CIs, which includes 
both Audiovisual and Digital Creative Industries (Creative Ireland 2018, 2023). The 
paper explores firstly the ways in which workers see their jobs or work as creative, and 
secondly how these workers locate creativity in their working lives or how they define 
their own creativity. The key findings propose that creative workers were slow to 
define their everyday work as creative, despite their jobs being explicitly located 
within creative industries. There was a disjuncture for participants between how they 
understood creativity in the abstract and how they experienced creativity in the “con-
crete” lived realities of their own “creative” work. Their work experiences were asso-
ciated with constraint, where creativity was framed as hard work and their experiences 
were quite “ordinary.” The paper further notes however that despite their struggles 
with the “un-creative” aspects of their work, participants nonetheless reverted to the 
ideal of the creative when listing the rewards accrued from their work, which included 
creative fulfilment and recognition. They valued creativity very highly and offered 
complex and multi-faceted articulations of what creativity meant to them. Creativity 
was not something they claimed to “be” nor was it perceived as an intrinsic quality, 
rather it was something quite nebulous and context dependent. In short, participants 
were articulate in terms of what they meant by creativity, but did not use the concept 
to describe their everyday work practices, however they still saw specifically creative 
outcomes as key benefits from their work. This finding is significant because it adds 
to, but also departs from, accounts of creative work as intrinsically tied to questions of 
identity construction (Gill 2011; McRobbie 2016). The ideology of the creative is a 
key attractor for current new entrants, who do not foreground their identities as cre-
atives as the main rationale for getting into CIs, but rather they privilege an ideal 
notion of creative work, even despite their own material experiences, which contradict 
that ideal. In sum, the paper highlights that experiences of creative work are not always 
justified in terms of identity, workers admit to the ordinariness of much of their work, 
but they do gloss over material realities to profess faith in the idea of creative work as 
ultimately fulfilling.

Literature Review

The CIs are often discussed in media and policy debates where they are usually defined 
primarily as subsectors of the economy. Irish CIs are vaguely defined, and entangle 
cultural with creative sectors (Houses of the Oireachtas 2017). They were first dis-
cussed in policy in 2008 where they were positioned as vehicles for economic growth 
(Department of An Taoiseach 2008). Roughly 50,000 people are employed in Irish 
CIs, about three percent of total employment (Crowley 2017), with film and televi-
sion, one of the largest CI sectors, supporting nearly 15,000 full-time jobs (Department 
of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht 2016). In the Irish context, CIs are entangled with 
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audiovisual and digital CIs, which include UX/UI, social media, games, content cre-
ation, marketing and branding. Because of its small scale Irish CI sectors are heavily 
networked and precarious working patterns are evident (Arnold & O’ Brien, 2023). 
Nonetheless work in the CIs is highly attractive to young people (O’ Brien et al., 
2021). The marketization of higher education has resulted in an expansion of degree 
programs in CIs and state supports for training (Cultural and Creative Skillnet 2024). 
Research has also addressed CIs as a particular form and experience of work, however, 
there is limited Irish research on what is meant by creativity within CIs or on how 
workers experience and understanding creativity in their work.

For Stahl, good creative work constitutes not only the practices of creative freedom 
and avoidance of dissatisfaction and alienation, but also involves exchange of property 
rights and the transfer of control, as well as constituting a space from which to critique 
the character of work itself (in Banks et al. 2013). However, much of the CIs literature 
documents how these ideals fail to materialize in creative work. The sector can be 
understood to be characterized by a prevalence of what Hesmondalgh and Baker 
(2011) describe as “bad work,” which they outline in terms of workers’ “control by or 
dependence on others” and “frustrated self-realization” (p. 36). McRobbie (1998), 
proposed that despite these conditions, creative work remains attractive because it is a 
means of constructing identity, an “expressive extension of self” (p. 6). It is the desire 
for self-actualization that renders creative workers vulnerable to self-exploitation and 
to disappointment and self-blame when the utopian thread implicit in creative work 
does not materialize (McRobbie 2002, 53). Gill (2011) similarly connects creative 
work with the project of identity-construction under contemporary conditions of neo-
liberal capitalism and with increasingly insecure, casualized and intermittent employ-
ment patterns. Even in scholarship that recuperates the agency of creative 
workers—where they work with, manipulate and negotiate the constraints of work 
(Bilton et al. 2021)—workers are nonetheless in a dependent relationship rather than a 
reciprocal one, for example, their creativity versus the Creative Industry. Creativity, in 
such studies, is presented as an internal, personal feature of the worker, as part of their 
identity. While we accept these broad categorizations of the socio-political context of 
creative work and that at times the project of identity-construction accounts for the 
ongoing supply of entrants to CIs, we argue that a recent cohort of new entrants do not 
articulate identity as a reason for undertaking creative work. Instead, they operational-
ize the idea of the inherent value of the “creative” as their reason for getting into and 
staying in creative work, despite their own material experiences of the work as quite 
ordinary and mundane. In short, new entrants are not attracted only by identity con-
struction, the idea of “being creative,” but also by the ideal of the creative as being 
inherently positive. Rather than it defining who they are, “creative” is a powerful ideal 
that they attach to their work, even when their work is materially ordinary.

In attempting to unpack the power of the ideal of the “creative,” literature that 
centrally concerns itself with creativity as a phenomenon notes that it can be under-
stood in diverse ways. Many researchers emphasize a multifactorial explanation of 
creativity as something that arises through a variety of contexts, processes, and 
practices (Csikszentmihalyi 1988). Andersen (2022) usefully summarizes key 
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theorizations of creativity according to five contemporary traditions, the individu-
alistic, socio-cultural, pragmatic, social constructivist, and artistic.

The individualist tradition sees psychologists initially link creativity to the capacity 
for divergent thinking (Guilford 1950) and later to originality or usefulness (Runco 
and Jaeger 2012). However, “other psychologists have tried to debunk the romantic 
myth about the creative genius” and pointed out how this tradition ultimately fails to 
explain how creativity connects to individual genius (Andersen 2022, 12). A second 
sociocultural tradition proposed that explanations of creativity needed to incorporate 
social interactions or context in assessments (Amabile 1983; Csikszentmihalyi 1988). 
However, as Andersen notes, this model too is limited because it remains a generic 
descriptive rather than explanatory model (2022, 16). Nonetheless it does set out a 
shift in thinking that sees creativity as the result of the interaction of both individual 
agency with social structures.

Andersen notes a third, pragmatic tradition in theorizing creativity, which works 
from the dominant, pragmatic philosophical position adopted in design and uses the 
concept of constraint to understand how creativity is limited and enhanced (2022, 19). 
The pragmatic approach however fails to critically engage with the social conditions 
or challenges to individuals in engaging with creative processes. This absence is 
addressed more effectively in the last two approaches, the Artistic and Social 
Constructivist traditions. Taylor and Littleton (2012) and Banks (2017) incorporate 
social, narrative and discursive psychology perspectives on creatives, to explore the 
entanglement of creativity and identity.

Taylor and Littleton (2012) “assume a complex subject-in-the making, positioned 
within multiple contexts and actively interpreting the available, sometimes conflict-
ing, and affect-laden meanings attached to creative work” (p. 29). Banks (2007) frames 
workers’ choices to work in CIs, despite governmentality and conditions, as an ideo-
logical rejection of capitalism. However Banks does not centrally pose the question of 
what workers mean when they describe creativity and whether or not they see it 
reflected in their work practices. Siciliano very engagingly addresses similar questions 
and finds that workers’ understandings of creativity are varied, drawing on romantic 
and universalizing discourses of autonomy and “godlike power, often ignoring their 
actual social dependence” (2021, 30) with workers’ accounts of creativity revolving 
around tasks performed during the working day (2021, 31). McRobbie (2016) argues 
that creativity is a “dispositif” where CIs rely on dispositions of workers, acquired 
through education programs that function as vectors to invite workers to “be creative”. 
The dispositif negates the need for external control of workers because their disposi-
tion functions ideologically to shape their entire approach to CIs by having them iden-
tify as creatives.

The description of creativity that is operationalized in this study, accepts that it is 
often a powerful discourse that permeates workers’ sense of their identities and subjec-
tivities but we also point to a category of new entrant who does not so saliently argue 
for creativity as part of their identity, but rather argues for creativity as an ideal, a 
worthy pursuit, even despite the fact that their actual work in CIs is often mundane and 
ordinary. Identity is one way in which the creative constructs subjectivities as CI 
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workers but there also seems to be an ideological dimension to CIs where the idea of 
work as creative overrides experiences of it as ordinary. As Taylor (2023) has noted, 
positive associations and ideas about creativity from psychology and the arts blind 
workers to the difficulties they face (p. 9). While most CIs literature argues that self-
exploitation is a trade-off in return for self-actualization what we find in this study is 
a cohort of workers less interested in the idea of self-actualization or identity and more 
inclined to justify their participation in CIs on the basis, perhaps blindly, of creativity 
as an inherent good, an idea most likely as Taylor (2023) notes, derived from popular 
and political discourses based in psychology. We propose that this shift (back) toward 
the ideology of the creative is a new and additional way in which to understand why 
workers enter CIs, but one that departs from the idea that new entrant workers still 
construct their identities around their creative work. Workers in this study do not fore-
ground their identities as creatives as the primary justification for participating in CIs, 
nor do they prioritize the material experience of the work itself, rather the ideal of the 
creative is what seems to matter to current new entrants to CIs.

Methodology

The research adopted a qualitative approach in order to “explore and understand the 
meaning” that groups ascribe to work in the CIs (Creswell 2014, 4). An explanatory 
case study approach was used (Yin 2014) to understand how early-career creative 
workers understood creativity and work in the real-life context of their lived experi-
ence of work in Irish CIs. The case study was intrinsic as it sought “not to understand 
or test abstract theory or to develop new theoretical explanations” instead, the inten-
tion was to better understand intrinsic aspects of creativity and work in the context of 
Irish CIs (Berg 2004, 229). Cases were selected for study on the basis that they were 
as similar as possible, so all were new entrants in Irish CIs. A purposive sample of 
cases was derived from a population of graduates from media and cultural studies 
degree programs at an Irish institution, who all graduated in 2020–21 so contextual 
differences were minimized.

Data collection was done using a qualitative survey instrument. The survey con-
tained open-ended questions about how the workers defined creativity, what 
attracted them to working in CIs, whether or not getting work in CIs meet their 
expectations, whether they defined their current role as creative or not, whether 
they thought CIs were creative, if the reality of CIs matched the their ideas, and 
their attitude toward their creative working life in general. All participants gave 
informed consent prior to participating. The survey was anonymous and no identi-
fying information such as name or IP address was gathered. A total of twenty cases 
of early career workers were constructed. Of those 55 percent identified as female, 
40 percent male and 5 percent preferred not to say. Pseudonyms were used, reflect-
ing the stated gender of participants and using typical naming conventions in 
Ireland today. Participants worked in key areas of Irish CIs including in digital 
marketing, social media management, entry level administrative work, UX design, 



6	 Television & New Media 00(0)

and in studio facilities. While all participants had been engaged in some form of 
creative work in media industries, not all were currently undertaking such work.

In analyzing the data, a detailed description of the cases was created from all of the 
qualitative responses to the open-ended survey questions. This data was coded by the 
authors for recurrent concepts or patterns that were repeated within and across the 
cases. The interviewers did not take at face value all of the claims made by each par-
ticipant but rather interpreted those in the round and validated the accuracy of claims 
through comparison across cases. Codes were clustered together to generate themes, 
and those themes were analyzed to create an overarching framework of findings. 
Extracts from the data have been used to represent the larger patterns and themes and 
are presented as short quotations from specific participants, which represents a theme 
found across the interviews. The relatively small sample of cases was appropriate for 
an exploratory study, where the assumption is that findings from a small-scale study 
are not generalizable, but nonetheless offer insights into real lived experience. Future 
research should include a larger and more diverse sample and include a comparative 
analysis with other countries and regions to provide a broader perspective and enhance 
the generalizability of the study. The aspects of CIs that are particular to the Irish case 
are it’s blurring of creative and cultural sectors and it’s intensely networked nature, 
both of which speak to the small size of the Irish population and industry. Nonetheless 
Ireland shares with other European countries a preoccupation with CIs as engines for 
economic growth and sources of employment, currently characterized by very precari-
ous forms of work. Moreover, across European CIs research there has been a lack of 
problematization of the idea of the creative in the context of CIs. The Irish case serves 
to add insight to these latter European-wide challenges.

The relevance of the Irish Case for a global reader are best framed in terms of 
Massey’s (1991) invitation to understand place as not static but processual, as not hav-
ing boundaries or simple enclosures but as “outward-looking” or “extroverted” (p. 24). 
Ireland, as a site of CI analysis, is tied to the specifics of the Irish context but also 
“extroverted” in that some of the key characteristics of CIs in the UK and Western 
Europe find application in Ireland, perhaps on a smaller scale, and in the same way, 
while this Irish case study cannot be universalized, it nonetheless becomes relevant to 
the world beyond because it offers a story or an account of real relationships with 
creativity and work in a local place, set in a wider international context. The key find-
ings from the case study are outlined in detail below.

Findings and Analysis

The key findings propose that creative workers locate creativity not in their identity 
and not in their work, but in an abstract “elsewhere” in what we call the ideal of 
creativity. They value creativity and offer complex and multi-faceted articulations of 
what creativity means to them. Romantic articulations of creativity are most pre-
dominant, followed by individualistic, social and pragmatic conceptualizations 
(Andersen 2022). However, despite their nuanced articulations and framings of cre-
ativity, participants did not identify themselves as inherently creative, and they set 
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their understandings of creativity apart from their descriptions of their material 
experiences of work in CIs. Of all the participants who were actively working in CIs, 
many were very slow to define their day to day work as creative, despite their loca-
tion within creative industries.

There seems to be a disjuncture between how early career CI workers understand 
and define creativity in the abstract, and how they experience it in the “concrete” lived 
realities of creative work. Their lived experiences of creative work were associated 
with constraints, were quite “ordinary” and were experienced as hard work. However, 
the paper notes that despite their struggles with work, participants invoked the idea of 
creativity to find value in roles and they reverted to the concept of the creative to list 
the rewards derived from their work, which included creative fulfilment and creative 
recognition. Ultimately participants operationalized specifically creative outcomes to 
articulate their overall satisfaction with their working lives, despite frequently finding 
their actual work rather uncreative. This implies that the idea of participation in CIs 
carries an ideological value that overrides the material experiences of this cohort of 
creative workers. This potentially has implications for how they understand, or fail to 
understand the political implications of their position. Each of the findings is dis-
cussed in detail below.

Work in (Un)Creative Industries

Participants saw CI work as something associated with constraint and standardization. 
They were very aware of the ordinariness of creative work and its similarity to other, 
“uncreative” forms of work. Participants frequently emphasized the “hard work” 
required in creative work. This finding contradicts Siciliano’s empirical account of 
workers for whom creativity revolved around tasks performed during their working 
day (2021, 31). Instead, many participants articulated an opposition and tension 
between work and creative expression. They criticized the lack of creativity in creative 
industries and in the roles they undertook. Their accounts of creative work often evi-
denced disappointment with and cynicism about the actual conditions of creative 
workplaces. Corporatism, bureaucracy and managerialism were the reality of their 
working lives, echoing research by Banks (2014), Beirne et al. (2017), and Bilton and 
Leary (2002). Participants reported far less opportunities to practice and demonstrate 
their creativity than they had envisioned before entering the CIs. Oftentimes, they felt 
that creativity was underappreciated and undervalued in the workplace and stressed 
the graft of creative work. Many of the participants found that their romantic ideas of 
creative work were contradicted by the reality of poor working conditions and pay, 
burnout and stress and overall frustration with the high expectations and low rewards 
for working in the CIs.

CI workplaces were reported to be managerial and corporate by participants who 
saw this as counter to creativity. Like Taylor and Littleton’s (2008) study of artists’ 
negotiation of art and business, “business” was often taken to be the antithesis of cre-
ativity, and there was distrust of the commerciality of CI companies. This was echoed 
in our findings. Fiona, for example, said “A lot of business leaders still haven’t put 
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things in place in the workplace to allow creativity.  .  . Sometimes creativity needs a 
lack of productivity which scares product managers and business owners.” Gordon 
said that “there are a lot of stakeholders and red tape in [creative] companies.” Kieran 
lamented the high levels of administration required of creative workers. Brian saw 
administration and “corporate demands” as inhibitors of creativity. Profit and com-
merciality were also held in suspicion and perceived to limit creativity and creative 
ambitions. Seamus saw “money [as] the biggest priority.” Michael saw creativity and 
commerciality in a totally antagonistic relationship when he said “Companies in 
Ireland don’t appreciate when someone is creative nearly enough. They are purely 
profit driven, leading to low pay and unpaid overtime and toxic workplace environ-
ments.” In addition, the commerciality of creative industries was said to stifle creativ-
ity. Here marketing, branding and social media work were seen as particularly 
problematic. For example, Patricia represented this position saying that CIs “want 
creativity but in the confines of staying true to strict brand guidelines.” Overall, while 
these participants saw creativity as associated with freedom and individuality, they 
associated work in CIs with constraints and standardization.

Participants were also very aware of the ordinariness of creative work and its simi-
larity to other forms of work. Keiran said that “at the end of the day it is still a job, and 
people tend to forget that.” Nora said “[creative work] is still a job and must be taken 
seriously.” According to Deirdre, “you have to do a lot of nitty gritty work in between 
short creative periods.” Participants also wanted to correct what they perceived to be a 
popular narrative of creative work as simply fun and frivolous. Nora said that “it’s not 
all free-flowing ideas and ‘messing around’.” Ita referred to “long unsociable hours, 
really hard work and not enough in return for the worker.”

In sum the articulations of what it means to be creative contrasts with participants’ 
accounts of their experience of “work,” which was seen as connected to constraint and 
standardization, which was understood as “ordinary” work in many ways, and partici-
pants were clear that their working lives were characterized by “hard work.” However 
the hard work was compensated by a number of positive outcomes that brought par-
ticipants back to the language of the “creative” to describe the benefits of their work.

(Un)Creative Identities

While scholarship has drawn attention to the lack of creativity in work in CIs and the 
routine nature of many roles (Ashton 2014; Lee 2012), oftentimes, what is thought to 
drive new entrants to pursue creative work is their sense of having a creative identity 
(Alacovska and Kärreman 2023; Taylor and Littleton 2012). While much CI literature 
proposes that creative work is intrinsically linked to identity, only one participant 
framed their creativity in that manner when asked to define it. As they put it “It means 
a lot to me to be creative. It acts as a healthy release. It alleviates stress, broadens the 
mind but at the same time creates something beautiful and original” (Hannah, italics 
added by authors).

Similarly, in terms of Banks’ (2017) adoption of MacIntyre’s (2007) conceptualiza-
tion of creativity as being about internal goods, or the joy and satisfaction of creative 
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work, again very few participants articulated their creativity in those terms. Only a 
couple of participants linked creativity with inner satisfaction, with Liam saying cre-
ativity was about “Being able to create something and be proud of it” and Hannah 
stating that “(creativity).  .  .made me happier and more fulfilled than doing what I was 
'supposed' to do.” Even fewer participants defined creativity in terms of a career, 
despite working in the area of CIs “When I found my passion for UX/UI design I 
found a niche between technology, psychology and design that I could make a career 
out of” (Gordon). The lack of claims to a creative identity or to “being creative” cou-
pled with the lack of perception of participants’ work as creative begged the question 
– what is creative about their work? Responses suggested that creativity was paradoxi-
cally nowhere and everywhere. Participants did see creativity in positive terms, they 
located creativity not in themselves but in various activities and practices that formed 
the routines of their working lives.

Conceptualizing Creativity

Creative workers, rather than feeling disappointed with the lack of intrinsic (identity) 
and extrinsic (employment) creativity, offered multi-faceted articulations of what 
creativity meant to them. Here, Anderson’s definitions of creativity are useful in 
locating participants’ ideal of creativity. Romantic articulations of creativity were 
most predominant, followed by individualistic, social and pragmatic conceptualiza-
tions (Andersen 2022). Moreover, many participants held more than one single onto-
logical position on the phenomenon, and multiplicity was in evidence in their 
definitions of creativity. For example, participants could simultaneously see creativ-
ity as individual but also pragmatic, or as a socio-cultural construct that was also 
concerned with identity. In other words, creativity was sometimes thought of as an 
internal quality or central to identity, but oftentimes participants identified it as “out 
there” or as an external phenomenon that could be exploited and leveraged, rather 
than something inherent in them. Each of the framings of creativity that arose in the 
data are outlined below with regard to how they connect with conceptualizations in 
the literature outlined above.

There was a very strong prevalence of romantic approaches to creativity in evi-
dence amongst participants. This understanding of creativity defined it variously in 
terms of passion, instinct, feelings, mystery and as “limitless.” This register of key 
ideas about creativity was reflected clearly by participants who talked about creativity 
as a passion. “Creativity to me is when somebody uses a magical mix of passion and 
imagination to make something.  .  .” (Hannah). As another participant put it “Creativity 
is.  .  . channelling your passion into something constructive” (Joanne). Some partici-
pants describe creativity not in terms of generating feelings or as an expression of 
feeling, but as itself a feeling “Creativity itself is being artistic and allowing yourself 
to be fluid in terms of what you make with the feeling of creativity” (Ita). Several 
participants used language connected with sublime force to see creativity as something 
mysterious and wonderous, for example “The force in the universe that pulls every-
thing into existence, the human mind is a conduit to this force under the proper 
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conditions” (Michael) and somewhat more prosaically, but in a similar vein “Creativity 
differs for everyone. That’s part of its wonder” (Hannah). This approach was further 
underpinned by participants who saw creativity as something unbounded and wild. As 
one participant said “Creativity is the freedom to explore the unknown, to use imagi-
nation to its full potential to create something personal and meaningful, without 
boundaries” (Claire). Or within a similar sensibility “Creativity is a limitless form of 
expression. There is no one way to be creative or show creativity, it is what we wish to 
create in the way we wish to create it” (Nora).

Even when participants defined creativity in terms of individual capacity, they 
tended to see their creativity as operationalized through work or as skills that were 
properly leveraged through working conditions. Within the individualist tradition, 
psychologists initially linked creativity to the individual’s capacity for divergent think-
ing (Guilford 1950) and later to originality or usefulness (Runco and Jaeger 2012). A 
number of participants named creativity in this way in terms of their “doing” rather 
than “being” and as a useful skill. “To me, creativity means using my imagination to 
break away from conventional ideas and ways of doing things” (Joanne). They saw it 
as a trait that was enabled through the structures of work, “Having flexibility to come 
up with my own ideas and run with them” (Vinny) and “using an already existing idea 
but putting your own twist on it” (Liam).

The articulation of creativity as a characteristic of individuals was frequently 
reduced to a rather uncreative, if not hackneyed, articulation of “thinking outside the 
box.” Creativity, in these descriptions, was a skill that could be cultivated, rather than 
an innate talent. As participants variously put it creativity was “Someone who is good 
at problem solving, design, thinking outside the box” (Gordon) or “I would define 
creativity as thinking outside the box and using your imagination” (Rachel). This 
group of responses subscribed to the idea of creativity as connected to the individual, 
but through a human capital lens in which the individual cultivates creative skills to be 
mobilized in their employment and career-seeking.

If participants saw creativity in the skills they deployed in work, many also saw 
creativity materializing through collective work. Here social interactions, rules, and 
organizations are at the center of articulations of creativity that fit the sociocultural 
tradition (Csikszentmihalyi 1988). Creativity is understood in this perspective as a 
shared or distributed process, rather than an internalized trait (John-Steiner 2000; 
Sawyer and DeZutter 2009). A number of participants subscribed to the idea that cre-
ativity was inherently “other” oriented. They proposed that creativity was not unique 
to particular individuals or contexts but rather omnipresent in people generally 
“Creativity is for everyone” (Claire). Another participant noted the key role played by 
the collective in creativity, as she put it

Other people can often nurture new ideas in you, as well as make you feel safe and 
comfortable enough to explore new things, to let go, to say yes and to just do something 
new. Also seeing other people’s creative works or outlets can often help you possibly find 
something that aids your own creativity (Hannah).
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Another participant articulated others as key to his creativity “I want to work within a 
creative team and bounce ideas off other creatives” (Seamus). Participants proposed 
that the everyday sociality of their work environments or organizations also generated 
creativity in a way that was shared and distributed beyond just the individual. As one 
participant put it “I could sit in a room with the creative people in my job and I would 
be blown out of the water with the innovations and designs they would come up with” 
(Tina). For these creative workers their understanding of creativity was that it was 
social, they saw that group contexts, organizational practices and the collaboration of 
groups of individuals in the process were inherent and vitally important to creative 
outcomes.

In addition to the romantic, individualistic and social conceptualizations of creativ-
ity that were in evidence amongst participants there were also a number of participants 
who subscribed to a pragmatic approach to creativity. This tradition emphasizes the 
idea of constraint as central to understanding how creativity is limited or facilitated 
(Andersen 2022, 19). In this articulation of creativity there was an obvious practical or 
“application” approach to creativity. One participant described her creativity as 
“Purposefully practising art within actions” (Olivia) and another said “To me I think 
creativity is how you approach a problem and how you fix it, how you come up with 
ideas to best suit your plan” (Tina). A third participant noted that he enjoyed “the prac-
tical side” of creativity (Vinny). This grouping of participants saw creativity as an 
ability to generate in ways that were “useful.” They proposed that creativity was not 
so much an identity but a pragmatic activity. As one put it “Using any sort of skill set 
to create a unique idea or use an already existing idea but putting your own twist on it” 
(Liam). For these participants, creativity was procedural and enabled by clear organi-
zational or project parameters. As one participant put it “Where I work, I have to fol-
low many rules. Although filming, and creating media content is creative work, there 
is a strict rulebook I must follow” (Nora).

Creative Outcomes

Despite the narratives of difficulty and struggle with work, which contrasted with the 
ideal-type descriptions of creativity that participants operationalized, early career 
workers reverted to the idea of “creativity” to articulate the benefits of their work. In 
that regard they valued creativity as an outcome of their work, they described the ben-
efit to them of creative “fulfilment” and they attached importance to creative recogni-
tion. They operationalized the idea of specifically creative benefits to articulate their 
overall satisfaction with their working lives, despite the difficulties they encountered 
with the actual work, as noted earlier.

For some participants, they were rewarded for their work by an outcome that they 
described as “creative.” Deirdre, for example, said that her success was achieved 
through having “your creative ideas seen through and become realized.” Fiona said 
that she enjoyed “being able to use my skills and knowledge to create various kinds of 
media content.” For others their status as “creative” was how they valued their work. 
Gordon said that his creative role was his “passion” and he was “very proud” to have 
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a creative role. For others, their sense of success was achieved through being recog-
nized and acknowledged by others as creative. Patricia, for example, said that she 
defined “success in creative industries as having your work recognized and seen as 
innovative and unique.” Extrinsic benefit in the form of recognition was also apparent 
in Fiona’s definition of creative success “It’s about the impact of the creative input.” 
Deirdre felt positive about her career through other people, her colleagues “they value 
what I can add to our company with my creativity.” Nora felt successful when “creat-
ing something that catches the eye.”

These responses suggest that creativity, for some, was closely tied to external vali-
dation of creative success rather than being a key characteristic of how they defined 
their actual working practices and everyday reality. Self-fulfilment in the everyday 
practice of their work was only mentioned by one participant as the key indicator of a 
successful working life. Tina articulated her success as “waking up and feeling ful-
filled in what you are doing. Enjoying going to work and being excited for your next 
project, I think that tops everything.” Participants narratives of success were articu-
lated in specifically creative terms, despite the fact that they worked in an industry 
where they often saw the work itself as “uncreative.”

In sum, participants clearly valued creativity and offered complex and nuanced 
articulations of what creativity meant to them. These articulations corresponded with 
what the literature has named as romantic, individualistic, social and pragmatic under-
standings of creativity. Only to a very limited extent did participants name creativity 
as primarily a dimension of their careers or work. For the most part participants set 
their understandings of creativity apart from their descriptions of their experiences of 
work in CIs. Participants were very slow to define their work as creative, despite their 
location within creative industries. Work was often perceived to interfere with, or sti-
fle, creativity and participants often felt that their creativity flourished despite rather 
than because of their work in CIs. Their sense of individuality, autonomy and freedom 
of expression, which defined their creativity in the abstract, existed separately from 
their view of the “un-creativity” of the actual work they were doing in CIs.

Discussion and Conclusion

While many CIs scholars have examined creative work and its problematic condi-
tions and outcomes, relatively few of those studies take as their central problematic 
how creativity itself should be defined. Our findings resonate with the research of 
others, whereby young people are, at times disillusioned with the realities of creative 
work’s precarity and with the hierarchical, managerial and conservative rather than 
creative and democratic nature of the industry ( Taylor & Luckman 2020; Wong and 
Chow 2020). In their study of aspiring creative workers, Morgan and Nelligan 
(2018) found that “most aspirants.  .  . eventually reached a sobering realization that 
[pursuing a creative career] involves abandoning the sacred and ethical roots of cre-
ativity” (p. 13). In these and other studies, the realities for young creative workers are 
that being a “worker” and being “creative” did not always harmonize (Duffy 2016; 
Oakley 2009). Equally, scholarship on CIs work has found that new entrants and 
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early career workers are disillusioned with the corporate nature of much CIs work. 
Our participants’ experiences of work were linked with constraint, with “ordinary” 
work, and with hard work, but none of these ideas arose when asked how they thought 
about creativity. This finding mirrors research from Blair (2001), Taylor and Littleton 
(2008), and Gill (2011) who find that when thinking about “creativity” on the one 
hand and “industries,” on the other hand, the latter was often taken to be the antithesis 
of creativity, with workers professing distrust of the commerciality of CIs. Our study 
similarly echoes research by Banks (2014) and Beirne et al. (2017) who find corpo-
ratism, bureaucracy and managerialism were the reality of “creative” working lives. 
Many of these studies highlight the policy interventions required to address the need 
for greater supports and improved working conditions for early career workers. But 
this study also highlights the challenge to such interventions, which need to be 
informed by how early career workers understand their working and creative lives, as 
outlined in this study.

Creativity as participants imagined it was not evidenced in the everyday practice of 
their work, and yet participants still reverted to a positive narrative regarding the ben-
efits of their working lives. Recognition and acknowledgment were closely connected 
to the idea of the “creative,” a finding that resonates with work by McRobbie (1998, 
2002) and Duffy and Wissinger (2017). Hesmondhalgh and Baker (2011) similarly 
note that “Even relatively unsuccessful workers confess to the appeal of this potential 
influence and recognition” which is evident in the way some of our participants saw 
recognition as important to their sense of creative success (p. 102).

However, our research departs from scholarship that suggests that young people’s 
investment in CIs and their sense of “being creative” overrides their sense of fairness 
in creative work and the poor conditions they often experience (McRobbie 2016). Our 
findings suggest that young people were very conscious of the ordinariness of creative 
work and understood and experienced it as hard work. They made no claims to a cre-
ative identity and did not articulate a tension between art and commerce. Instead, they 
were more conscious to locate creativity in everyday routine work and find pleasure 
and rewards in this. Although somewhat disdainful of the corporate nature of the work, 
they nonetheless experienced job satisfaction that was, in part at least, related to their 
ideal of the creative.

These findings underpin and confirm current knowledge about creative work, but 
they also add new insights in a few ways. The study constitutes an empirical applica-
tion of typologies of creativity (Andersen 2022; Siciliano 2021), which are not exhaus-
tively evident in CIs research. In that regard this study helps to empirically unpack 
how creative workers conceptualize their creativity. While they may be understood as 
passionately committed creators, the reality of how they describe their creativity 
within their work differs significantly. The study therefore also sets out how creativity 
is connected, or not, to experiences of work for a group of early career workers. They 
locate creativity not in their identity and not in their day-to-day material experiences 
of work, but in an abstract “elsewhere” in what we call the ideal of creativity. Finally, 
the study shows that despite the contrasts in how participants described creativity and 
how they described their actual work, ultimately and interestingly, they revert to the 
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idea of specifically creative rewards such as creative fulfilment and creative recogni-
tion when describing the positive outcomes of their work. These findings show that the 
idea of working in CIs carries political implications because CI work holds an ideo-
logical value that prevails over material experiences for this cohort of creative 
workers.
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